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believe them. After all, if they are certain 
they know what they saw and they trust 
their own vision, what is not to believe? 
Most people, especially eyewitnesses, 
would be surprised to discover the inac-
curacy of these identifications. The case 
of Ronald Cotton serves as an illustrative 
example of an eyewitness account leading 
to the conviction of an innocent man. Jen-
nifer Thomas-Cannino told the jury that 
during her half-hour long rape she “made 
a very concentrated effort to pay attention 
to the facial features” and anything else 
she could bring forth to police, pend-
ing her survival.9 Even with her extreme 
devotion to memorizing the appearance 
of her attacker, she suffered from mental 
contamination after viewing multiple sus-
pects. Her story is not uncommon. Recent 
studies have recognized the unreliability 
of these accounts, as demonstrated in an 
experiment in which only fifty-four per-
cent of witnesses correctly identified the 
perpetrator in a staged lineup.10
What if the real perpetrator is missing 
from the lineup? Witnesses often believe 
that the perpetrator is there, and so they 
must select someone. Realistically, a 
lineup is not a multiple-choice question, 
and the true criminal may be absent. In 
another staged lineup experiment, this 
time devoid of the perpetrator, sixty-eight 
percent still chose a suspect.  Yet witnesses 
who were incorrect in their selections were 
just as confident as those who identified 
the correct suspect, and jurors believe 
both groups equally.11 The implications 
this has on the criminal justice system 
are massive. Eyewitness identifications, 
though presented as fact, are largely vul-
nerable to errors and contamination and 
should consequently not be considered 
solid proof in a trial. 
The role of fingerprints as evidence should 
also be viewed with a similar caution. Fin-
gerprints are analyzed with human eyes 
to determine if there is a fit between the 
fingerprints of a suspect and those left on 
evidence linking to a particular crime. The 
dogma of this previously regarded “unas-
sailable symbol of truth” was in question 
when twenty percent of agencies in the 
United States failed to identify prints cor-
rectly during an F.B.I. study.12 That being 
true, it is slightly alarming that finger-
prints conclusively incriminate a suspect 
on the basis of being fact. 
Yet another form of evidence that is also 
widely misperceived is DNA. People are 
led to believe that DNA is sacred in re-
gards to proving guilt or innocence when 
this is not necessarily the case. Prosecu-
tors like to speak of a match that ties the 
defendant to the crime and automatically 
proposes a guilty verdict. In fact, forensic 
scientists have omitted the word match 
from their vocabulary and instead de-
scribe a more accurate analysis, such as 
“similar” or “could have come from” or “is 
associated with.”13 It is more precise to 
eliminate suspects based on DNA than it 
is to claim a fragment of a hair belonged 
to individual using nuclear DNA. But even 
as technology refines and develops in the 
forensic labs, it is being distorted in the 
criminal justice system. Lawyers tamper 
with and modify evidence to serve their 
best interests. DNA results have been over-
stated in strength and frequency, omit-
ted if they conflicted, tested minimally, 
reported as conclusive when inconclusive 
and blatantly altered.14 Of course, this is 
all hidden from the jury, who is only told 
there is a match and is utterly unaware 
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